Introduction {#Sec1}
============

Over the past decades, there has been a significant increase in the number of female managers (Ayman et al. [@CR6]). This increase has coincided with a shift in thinking on effective leadership as described by Yukl ([@CR87]), who claims that women are more skilled at interpersonal relationships and are, therefore, superior managers in present society (the so-called Feminine advantage).

However, women are still underrepresented at senior levels of the management hierarchy (European Board Women Monitor [@CR35]) and in other management positions (for an overview, see Schein [@CR69]). In 2009, the number of organizations with only men in the board even increased. The Female FTSE Indicator stresses a "discouraging decline" in the number of companies with female executive directors and a decline in the number of boards with multiple women directors (Sealy et al. [@CR73], p. 6).

One of the explanations for this situation can be found in role congruity theory (Eagly [@CR25]), which states that there is incongruence between the female gender role and the manager role. Because of sexist stereotypes, women are expected to engender characteristics like warmth, modesty, and sensitivity. These expectations cause disadvantages for female managers, because they are inconsistent with the stereotype that people have of leaders; leaders are supposed to be strong, result-oriented, and willing to take risks. As a result, women face prejudicial evaluation of their competence as managers (Eagly and Carli [@CR28]), leading to a decreased access to leadership roles (Eagly and Karau [@CR30]) and more negative evaluations (Brescoll et al. [@CR102]).

Research suggests that these stereotypes are not changing over time. Powell et al. ([@CR59]) and Powell and Butterfield ([@CR57], [@CR58]) studied managerial stereotypes among students for over three decades. Respondents were asked to describe good managers by rating the importance of a number of personality traits. The results found in 2002 were not much different from the results found in 1979 and 1989. Students defined good leadership with masculine characteristics and believed that female traits were irrelevant or even harmful for good leadership (Powell et al. [@CR59]). However, the studies were based on the perceptions of students, which may not be representative of perceptions of employees (Sczesny [@CR71]; Sczesny et al. [@CR72]). Furthermore, changes in the proportion of women in organizations as well as changes in thinking about effective leadership (Yukl [@CR87]) could affect both *gender* stereotypes (i.e., what makes a good woman) and *managerial* stereotypes (i.e., what makes a good manager) (Eagly and Sczesny [@CR32]).

Because the gender-composition in organizations has changed dramatically in the last decades, this change could have affected managerial stereotypes. Therefore, in this study, we examine preferences of employees for masculine and feminine leadership characteristics, and for having a male or a female manager. More specifically, we focus on three factors related to gender that could affect these preferences for feminine characteristics. These factors are: the gender of the employee, the gender of the manager, and the management gender ratio in the organization (Duehr and Bono [@CR24]; Schein [@CR69]; Sczesny et al. [@CR72]; Vecchio and Boatwright [@CR81]). We also propose that the magnitude of the effect of these factors will differ: we expect that the two proximal variables, gender of the employee, and gender of the manager, will have a stronger effect than the more distal variable, gender management ratio. Finally, we will explore possible interactions between the factors and the preferences for feminine characteristics.

These findings will add empirical knowledge to the theoretical debate on the perseverance of managerial stereotypes and will also offer suggestions on the ways to deal with managerial stereotypes in organizational practice.

Theoretical Background {#Sec2}
======================

Gender Stereotypes and Managerial Stereotypes {#Sec3}
---------------------------------------------

Based on social role theory (Eagly [@CR25]; Eagly et al. [@CR33]), Eagly and Carli ([@CR27], [@CR28]) claim that female managers suffer disadvantages based on prejudices related to *gender* and *managerial* stereotypes: a "good" woman is sensitive and caring, and that is not what generally is expected from good managers. For female managers there is a clear incongruity between their gender role and the managerial role (Eagly and Carli [@CR29]; Stuhlmacher and Poitras [@CR77]). This incongruity leads to negative evaluations of female managers (Johnson et al. [@CR43]). And, according to the opinion of 72% CEOs (male and female) and 51% female executives (Wellington et al. [@CR83]), these negative attitudes limit the access of women to managerial positions (see also Eagly [@CR26]; Lyness and Heilman [@CR51]).

However, if these stereotypes of the gender role and/or the managerial role change, the role incongruity for female leaders might disappear. Gender stereotypes indeed seem to have changed over the last years, due to changes in the social roles of men and women in society (Eagly and Sczesny [@CR32]). This change primarily affected the gender role of women, who have acquired more masculine characteristics, while keeping the feminine characteristics (Diekman and Goodfriend [@CR22]). The gender role of men did not change (Eagly and Sczesny [@CR32]).

In this article, we focus on changes in *managerial* stereotypes. There are two related, yet different categories of managerial stereotypes. The first is the "think manager-think male" stereotype (Schein, [@CR67], [@CR68]), associating being a manager with being a man (e.g., Heilman et al. [@CR39]; Ryan and Haslam [@CR65]; Willemsen [@CR84]; for an overview see Eagly [@CR26]). The other stereotype is the "think manager-think masculine" association (Powell et al. [@CR59]). Masculine leadership, also called "agentic" leadership (Eagly and Karau [@CR30]) is defined by a willingness to take risks and being task-oriented. Conversely, feminine leadership, also called "communal" leadership (Eagly and Karau [@CR30]), is considered more nurturing, helpful, and people-oriented. This stereotyping implies that masculinity, regardless of sex, is associated with good leadership (see also Billing and Alvesson [@CR10]). This stereotype has been found to continue to exist over the years (see Powell and Butterfield [@CR57], [@CR58]; Powell et al. [@CR59]).

However, because women entered the work force during the last couple of decades, including entering into managerial-level positions, managerial stereotypes could change. We argue that this shift in stereotypes is connected to three gender-related variables in the organization: the gender of the employee, the gender of the current manager, and management gender ratio.

Gender of the Employee {#Sec4}
----------------------

Several authors argue that the employees' gender (see e.g., Vecchio and Boatwright [@CR81]) is relevant for leadership stereotypes. According to this view, women tend to have a stronger preference for (or lower aversion against) female characteristics and for female leaders. This could be caused by the similarity attraction effect (Byrne [@CR103]). People like people who are similar to themselves. Hence, women like leaders who have the same gender and share certain characteristics. More specifically, research by Ayman et al. ([@CR6]) has shown strong gender differences in leadership schemas. Although generally the cognitive schema or stereotype for a manager is composed of masculine traits ("think manager-think masculine" stereotype, Powell et al. [@CR59]), this schema appears to be more masculine among boys and men than among girls and women (Ayman-Nolley and Ayman [@CR101]; Deal and Stevenson [@CR104]; Schein [@CR69]; Sczesny [@CR71]). This is consistent with social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner [@CR79]); the tendency among men to see masculine leadership traits as important can be a reflection of their in-group bias---men like male traits because they define and retain their own social group.

Although studies among students did not show significant differences in leadership stereotypes of men and women (Powell et al. [@CR59]), Schein ([@CR69]) found strong evidence that female employees no longer sex-type the managerial position. Brenner et al. ([@CR11]) also found that women described successful middle managers as having both stereotypically masculine and feminine characteristics, whereas there seems to be a strong tendency for male respondents to stick to the managerial stereotype. This does not mean that women do not like male or masculine leadership as such; they only seem to appreciate feminine characteristics or a combination of feminine and masculine characteristics more than men do. In sum, we predict that:

****Hypothesis 1**** Female employees more strongly prefer feminine leadership characteristics than do male employees; there are no differences for masculine leadership characteristics.

****Hypothesis 2**** Female employees have a less strong preference for male managers than do male employees.

Gender of the Manager {#Sec5}
---------------------

The second factor in this study is the gender of the current manager. In the presence of substantial amounts of disconfirming information, the schemas that people may have about certain social groups can be changed and thus become less affected by stereotypes. That is, if people have certain schemas about members of a certain group ("women are like this"), once they meet someone who disconfirms this schema, this can lead to a revision of one's schema ("women are not necessary like this, they can also be like that") (Amir [@CR3]; Brewer and Miller [@CR12]; Rothbart [@CR63]; Rothbart and John [@CR64]). Most of this research into the effect of stereotype disconfirmation has been conducted on racial relations, national relations, and age relations (see e.g., Jackson and Sullivan [@CR42])---but not on gender. Nonetheless, a successful female manager should also have the potential to change the leadership stereotype of workers, by showing that feminine traits and leadership can go hand in hand. Research shows that moderately inconsistent information is more effective in reducing stereotypes than extremely inconsistent information (Tausch and Hewstone [@CR80]). The changing role of women in organizations in general (Diekman et al. [@CR21]; Diekman and Eagly [@CR20]), and more specifically the experience of having a female manager, can be considered as disconfirming information. The managerial stereotype---being masculine and being a man, may become less logical if an employee deals with a female manager in daily work.

With respect to earlier findings, it is not certain that having a female manager will actually lead to changes in stereotypes. Hughes and Seta ([@CR41]) argue that "... even though men and women are crossing the boundaries of gender stereotypes and are taking on increasingly androgynous roles, traditional gender-role stereotypes persist in the face of disconfirming information." (p. 686). There even seems to be a difference for males and females. Past research namely shows that women who show masculine behavior are not perceived as inconsistent, whereas men who demonstrate feminine behaviors are regarded as very inconsistent. So female managers are permitted to be more flexible in their behavior (Hughes and Seta [@CR41]). This could imply that the experiences of employees with female managers offer moderately but *acceptable* inconsistent information, and therefore could affect the managerial stereotype.

Another theoretical explanation for the effect of the gender of the manager can be found in the Contact Hypothesis (Allport [@CR2]). The idea is that increased contact between members of two groups (e.g., men and women), where the two groups work toward a shared goal (to increase production or meet other goals of their organization), and do so in an informal setting that does not necessarily reinforce existing stereotypes, can strongly decrease negative stereotyping and can increase the attitudes that members of the groups have of each other (Sherif et al. [@CR105]). Ample research has validated this idea (e.g., Jones [@CR44]; Pettigrew [@CR55]). Following this line of reasoning, Powell ([@CR56]) proposed that managerial stereotypes should theoretically disappear once employees become familiar with female managers as individuals rather than as representatives of their gender.

Indeed, Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret ([@CR50]) conclude that attitudes toward female managers are more favorable among respondents who have been supervised by a woman (see also Duehr and Bono [@CR24]). One of the problems of this empirical finding is that it mainly concerns the evaluation of women, and not of managerial stereotypes. Based on the previous argumentation, we expect that the increase in preference for feminine characteristics should not necessarily come at the cost of a decrease in preference for masculine characteristics. We therefore expect that:

****Hypothesis 3**** Employees who currently have a female manager show a stronger preference for feminine leadership characteristics than those with a male manager; there are no such differences for masculine leadership characteristics.

****Hypothesis 4**** Employees who currently have a female manager show a stronger preference for female managers than those with a male manager.

Management Gender Ratio {#Sec6}
-----------------------

Eagly and Sczesny ([@CR32]) argue that stereotypes derive from observations of the representation of group members in professional roles, such as the role of a manager. In this respect, Kanter ([@CR45]) proposed tokenism theory. When only a few managers are female (less than 15--20%), they can be considered as "tokens." Tokens face three negative experiences (Kanter [@CR45]; King et al. [@CR46]; Young and James [@CR86]). First, tokens are very visible, which leads to increased performance pressure. Second, there are exaggerated differences between women (tokens) and men (dominants), leading to feelings of isolation among tokens, since they cannot connect either to the dominant group or to the few other tokens (see also Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret [@CR50]). Third, tokens experience expectations with respect to role behavior that is consistent with their gender stereotype. As Swan and Wyer ([@CR78]) note, when individuals are in the minority in a social context, their sex is principally salient. Based on this heightened salience, their behavior is more likely to be interpreted in terms of gender stereotypes (Swan and Wyer [@CR78]).

Empirical research shows mixed support for tokenism theory. Indeed, there are studies confirming that numerical representation is negatively correlated with discrimination (see for an overview King et al. [@CR46]). However, there is also evidence that some tokens do not face the problems as described above (see e.g., Sackett et al. [@CR66]). According to Yoder and Schleicher ([@CR85]), this is related to the degree of traditionalism of the occupation. With respect to the occupation of manager, the stereotypical association between manager and masculinity or men is clear, making management a male domain. Moreover, research shows that women, who are the minority in a male domain such as management, are indeed likely to experience the greatest prejudice and discrimination (see King et al. [@CR46]; Voci et al. [@CR106]).

With respect to the changes in organizations in the gender management ratio, it can be argued that the distinction between the tokens (minority) and the dominants (majority) fades away. Female managers are therefore no longer seen as tokens: consequently, a manager can simply be either a man or a woman. As a result, one could assume that women's competences and status will be increasingly appreciated as their proportion increases. This would imply that the raise in the percentage of women in leadership roles has an effect on the stereotype of women and leaders, bringing them closer together (Eagly and Sczesny [@CR32]). Ely ([@CR34]) indeed found significant differences in the views of women, depending on the percentages of women in senior positions in their organization. Results suggest that gender roles are more stereotypical and more problematic in organizations with relatively few senior women.

This might also have an effect on the two managerial stereotypes. Being exposed to information or behavior that is inconsistent to the managerial stereotype might change this stereotype. Results from experimental studies confirm that stereotypes can be undermined by presenting information that is inconsistent with the stereotype (Asuncion and Mackie [@CR4]; Tausch and Hewstone [@CR80]). Therefore, based on Powell et al. ([@CR59]), we formulated the following hypotheses:

****Hypothesis 5**** An increase in the proportion of women in management positions predicts a stronger preference for feminine leadership characteristics; there are no such differences for masculine leadership characteristics.

****Hypothesis 6**** An increase in the proportion of women in management positions predicts an increased preference for female managers.

Relative Effects of the Factors and Their Interactions {#Sec7}
------------------------------------------------------

We expect that these three factors (gender of the employee, management gender, and management gender ratio) will differ with respect to their relative effects. In particular, we expect that the more proximal (or close) variables of gender of the employee and gender of manager will have a stronger effect than the more distal variable, management gender ratio. This prediction is well-founded in various theories of manager--employee relations, such as LMX-theory, which stresses the uniquely strong bond between managers and their direct subordinates (Liden et al. [@CR49]). More generally, employees will be more likely to see their direct manager (who is psychologically close) as a "significant other" than that they will be likely to see other managers in their company as such (Cooley [@CR16]; Mead [@CR53]). As "significant others" strongly influence people's view of the world---including, we predict, their perspectives on gender and management---we expect that respondents' own gender and the gender of their direct manager will have a stronger effect on their perspectives on masculinity, femininity, and management, than will management gender ratio. Based on these assumptions, we formulate the following hypothesis:

****Hypothesis 7**** Gender of the employee and gender of the manager will have a stronger effect on the preference for feminine leadership characteristics than will gender management ratio.

Finally, we explore possible interactions among the three factors. For example, we could find effects of the so-called dyad gender composition between gender of the employee and gender of the manager (Ayman et al. [@CR6]). Eagly et al. ([@CR31]) found that men evaluated women more negatively than men (Duehr and Bono [@CR24]; McColl-Kennedy and Anderson [@CR52]; Atwater et al. [@CR5]), whereas women rated both sexes more equally. A study by Ayman et al. ([@CR6]) on the effects of transformational leadership showed that evaluations of male subordinates were less positive for female managers than those of female subordinates for female managers.

Although these interactions all relate to evaluations of male and female managers by male and female employees, and not to masculinity and femininity in managerial stereotypes, comparable effects might occur with respect to a preference for feminine leadership characteristics. That is, female employees with female managers might have a stronger preference for feminine characteristics than male employees with female managers.

Related to this, there might be an interaction between gender management ratio and gender of the employee. In line with tokenism theory (Kanter [@CR45]), it could be argued that in situations with a low percentage of female managers, especially male employees have a more masculine schema than female employees (Ayman-Nolley and Ayman [@CR101]; Deal and Stevenson [@CR104]; Schein [@CR69]; Sczesny [@CR71]). After all, in such situations with no or only few female managers, it is relatively easy to hold biased, sexist leadership beliefs. In such situations, there is no pressure from the organizational culture to update or modernize one's beliefs. Given that we especially expect men to hold such beliefs (compared to women), it seems likely that men will also be more strongly affected if the percentage of female managers increases.

Method {#Sec8}
======

Respondents {#Sec9}
-----------

The respondents were 3,229 subscribers to the weekly Dutch journal, *Intermediair*, which is aimed at employed people with senior professional qualifications and/or a university degree. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. In our sample, 67% of the respondents were men, and the average age of all the respondents was 36 (SD = 6.2), ranging between 25 and 45, because this age group can receive *Intermediair* free-of-charge. As with any professional sample, the educational level of participants was high, with half having a vocational degree and half a university degree. Overall, 60% of the sample worked in a for-profit organization and 40% in a not-for-profit organization, with 22% in industry, 18% in service organizations, 14% working for the government, 13% in health and education, 9% worked for financial service providers, 6% in transport, 5% in the ICT sector, and 13% working in other lines of business. 4% of the respondents described themselves as an entry level, 10% as junior, 38% as mid-level, 41% as seniors, and 7% as very senior. 80% of our respondents had a male manager and 14% had a female manager. The remaining 6% did not have a manager, being either entrepreneurs or freelancers without a manager. These 200 respondents were, therefore, deleted from the analyses.

Measurement Instruments {#Sec10}
-----------------------

We sent the respondents an electronic questionnaire in Dutch based on scale items originally formulated in English. We used the technique of "back translation." The scale items were translated into Dutch by the authors and then, to check that the Dutch terms had the same meaning as the original items in English, we had an English colleague translate them back into English and then we compared his terms with the original expressions. This process resulted in a few minor adjustments. There seemed to be no problem for our Dutch respondents in understanding the questions and the items.

The following initial variables were recorded: gender of the respondent, their age, their educational level, and the gender of their manager. They were then asked about other aspects in more detail.

### Management Gender Ratio {#Sec11}

Respondents were asked to indicate the percentage of females in management positions in their organization using five possible categories: 0--20%, 21--40%, 41--60%, 61--80%, and 81--100% (based on Kanter [@CR45]). Respondents could also indicate the answer "I don't know." In our sample, 111 (3.4%) of the respondents indicated that they did not know the percentage of female managers in their own organization.

### Ideal Leadership Characteristics {#Sec12}

Ideal leadership characteristics were measured using the Short Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI, Bem [@CR9]), since earlier research had shown (Campbell et al. [@CR13]) that the short form of the BSRI provided more reliable scores than the long version. We measured 10 items related to masculinity and 10 to femininity, as used by Powell et al. ([@CR59]), with two distinct aspects related to each of the 20 items. We asked the respondents: please indicate the degree to which you think an ideal manager should have these characteristics, using an answering scale ranging from 1 = "not at all" to 5 = "very much."

Factor analysis and reliability analyses were performed on the results from the Short BSRI. A confirmative factor analysis (using varimax rotation), involving all 20 items, explained 58% of the total variance in perceived, and 36% of the total variance in ideal, leadership characteristics. In both the analyses, two factors were extracted. The only real difference to the findings of Powell et al. ([@CR59]) concerned the item relating to "aggression." In our study, both in the factor and in the item analyses, this item did not load on the masculinity factor and it also lowered the alpha coefficient of the scale. On the basis of this, the item was deleted from our further analyses. The masculinity scale used in our study thus consisted of nine items: assertive, depends on own beliefs, forceful, has leadership abilities, dominant, strong personality, willing to take risks, independent, and willing to take a stand. The alpha coefficient for this Masculine Leadership Scale was 0.75. The femininity scale included all the ten items in the Short BSRI: warm, sympathetic, love children, affectionate, eager to soothe hurt feelings, compassionate, understanding, tender, sensitive to the needs of others, and gentle. The alpha coefficient using this scale was 0.81.

### Preference for Male or Female Leader {#Sec13}

We asked respondents whether they preferred a male or a female manager. Respondents had three response options: "male manager," "female manager," or "no preference." This question is based on The Gallup Poll (Simmons [@CR75]; see also Eagly ([@CR26]) for an historical overview of The Gallup Poll results). The difference with the original Gallup Poll is that this poll gives no explicit option to answer "no preference," but it could be added if people thought of it for themselves. Please note that we deliberately left this question to the end of the questionnaire to minimize the risk of socially desirable responses.

Results {#Sec14}
=======

Gender of the Employee {#Sec15}
----------------------

To test Hypothesis 1, we performed a 2 (between: respondent gender) by 2 (within: masculine versus feminine leadership characteristics) mixed-design ANOVA. This analysis resulted in a significant main effect of the within factor of type of characteristics, *F*(1, 3027) = 1990.23, *p* \< .001, showing that masculine leadership characteristics are generally thought to be more attractive (*M* = 4.02, *SD* = 0.37) than feminine characteristics (*M* = 3.60, *SD* = 0.44), and a main effect of gender, *F*(1, 3027) = 5.99, *p* = .014. As predicted, the latter main effect was qualified by an interaction effect, *F*(1, 3027) = 5.84, *p* = .016. To interpret this interaction effect, we performed two separate ANOVAs for masculine and feminine characteristics. This showed that, as expected, male and female employees do differ in their preference for feminine characteristics. Men find feminine characteristics less attractive (*M* = 3.58, *SD* = 0.44) than women do (*M* = 3.63, S*D* = 0.43), *F*(1, 3027) = 10.07, *p* = .002. As also expected, men (*M* = 4.02, *SD* = 0.37) and women (*M* = 4.03, *SD* = 0.38) do not differ in their preference for masculine characteristics, *F*(1, 3027) = 0.28, *p* = .60. Hypothesis 1 is therefore confirmed.

In order to test Hypothesis 2, we first inspected the raw data and found 25.2% (*N* = 762) preferred a male leader, 7.3% (*N* = 222) preferred a female leader, and 67.5% (*N* = 2045) indicated no preference. Based on the assumption that a preference for a man reflects a preference *against* a female leader and vice versa (since there are only two sexes), we analyzed our data by coding a preference for a male leader as −1, a preference for a female leader as +1, and no preference as 0. With this algorithm, we were able to compute the significance of the difference in percentages of preference for male over female leaders, by testing the mean against 0 with a one-sample *t* test (where a significant negative value represents a preference for male and a positive value a preference for female leaders). These data are shown in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} (top half). We found a strong preference for male leaders, both among male respondents, difference = −19.1%, *t*(2014) = −15.99, *p* \< .001, and among female respondents, difference = −15.3%, *t*(1013) = −8.84, *p* \< .001. Yet a *t* test comparing this preference for male leaders among male and female respondents showed that this preference is marginally less strong among women than among men, *t*(3027) = −1.83, *p* = .067. Hypothesis 2 is therefore cautiously confirmed.Table 1Effect of own gender (top) and gender of manager (bottom) on the preference for male and female managersPrefer male (%)No preferencePrefer female (%)DifferenceEffect of genderMale respondents (*N* = 2015)25.867.66.7−19.1%, *p* \< .001*t*(3027) = −1.83, *p* = .067Female respondents (*N* = 1014)24.067.48.7−15.3%, *p* \< .001Male manager (*N* = 2583)26.767.16.2−20.4%, *p* \< .001*t*(3027) = −6.44, *p* \< .001Female manager (*N* = 446)16.470.013.7−2.7%, *p* = .30

Gender of the Manager {#Sec16}
---------------------

In order to test Hypotheses 3 and 4, we followed the same strategy as in the previous section, but now used gender of the manager as independent variable. A 2 (between: manager gender) by 2 (within: masculine versus feminine leadership characteristics) mixed-design ANOVA showed a significant main effect of the within factor of type of characteristics, *F*(1, 3027) = 993.30, *p* \< .001. It showed that masculine leadership characteristics are generally thought to be more attractive (*M* = 4.02, *SD* = 0.37) than feminine characteristics (*M* = 3.60, *SD* = 0.44), and an uninteresting marginal main effect of manager gender, *F*(1, 3027) = 2.96, *p* = .086 that was qualified by the expected interaction effect, *F*(1, 3027) = 13.86, *p* \< .001. To interpret this interaction effect we performed two separate ANOVAs, for masculine and feminine characteristics. This showed that, as expected, those with a male and those with a female manager did differ in their preference for feminine characteristics. Those with a male manager found feminine characteristics less attractive (*M* = 3.59, *SD* = 0.44), than those with a female manager did (*M* = 3.66, S*D* = 0.41), *F*(1, 3027) = 11.36, *p* \< .001. As also expected, gender of manager did not affect the preference for Masculine characteristics, because those with a male manager (*M* = 4.03, *SD* = 0.37) and a female manager (*M* = 4.01, *SD* = 0.38) did not differ in their preference for masculine characteristics, *F*(1, 3027) = 0.92, *p* = .34. Hypothesis 3 is therefore confirmed.

Next, we checked whether this effect of having a female manager also converted in an increased preference for female leaders. These analyses are shown in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} (bottom). Using the same algorithm as in the previous section, we again found a strong preference for male leaders among respondents with a male manager, difference = −20.4%, *t*(2582) = −19.38, *p* \< .001. Most interestingly, this preference for male leaders was absent among those with a female manager, difference = −2.7%, *t*(445) = −1.04, *p* = .30. A *t* test comparing this preference for male managers between those with a male and those with a female manager showed that this difference is significant, *t*(3027) = −6.44, *p* \< .001. Hypothesis 4 is therefore confirmed.

Management Gender Ratio {#Sec17}
-----------------------

To test Hypotheses 5 and 6, we performed a regression analysis with percentage of female managers as the independent and preference for feminine characteristics as the dependent variable. Results showed that the presence of female managers in the organization had the expected positive effect, *B* = .03, *SE* = .01, *t*(2931) = 2.57, *p* = .010. A second regression analysis on the effect of the percentage of female managers on the preference for masculine characteristics showed the expected null-effect, *B* = −.001, *SE* = .01, *t*(2931) = −0.15, *p* = .88. Hypothesis 5 was therefore confirmed. Finally, a third regression analysis with percentage of female managers as independent and preference for female versus male managers as dependent variable, also showed the expected positive effect, *B* = .03, *SE* = .01, *t*(2931) = 2.56, *p* = .010. Hypothesis 6 was therefore confirmed.

The Relative Importance of the Three Factors {#Sec18}
--------------------------------------------

In order to determine the relative contribution of the suggested predictors, we performed a mixed regression analysis with respondent's gender (0 = male, 1 = female), manager gender (0 = male, 1 = female), and gender ratio of management (studentized) as predictor variables. First, we analyzed the data with preference for feminine leadership characteristics as the dependent variable. We found that respondent's gender, *B* = .05, *SE* = .02, *t*(2929) = 2.60, *p* = .009, and gender of the manager, *B* = .05, *SE* = .02, *t*(2929) = 1.93, *p* = .054, were significant predictors, but gender ratio in management was not, *B* = .01, *SE* = .01, *t*(2929) = 1.22, *p* = .22. In the second step, we also added the two-way and three-way interaction effects between the predictors. This showed only an interaction effect between respondent's gender and gender ratio, *B* = −.07, *SE* = .03, *t*(2925) = −2.56, *p* = .010. Plotting of this interaction effect (see Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}) showed that the difference between male and female respondents on their liking of feminine leader characteristics is the strongest, if the ratio of women in management is low. Also, it shows that the percentage of female managers has a relatively strong effect on men (Pearson *r* = .065, *p* = .004), but no effect on women (*r* = .001, *p* = .97).Fig. 1Preference for feminine traits among men and women, in organizations with low and high percentage female managers. Lines show plotted simple slopes following Aiken and West ([@CR1]) and Dawson and Richter ([@CR17])

Second, we analyzed the effect of the three predictors on the preference for a female versus male leader. Here, we found that manager's gender was clearly the strongest predictor, *B* = .15, *SE* = .03, *t*(2929) = 5.02, *p* \< .001, while respondent's gender, *B* = .01, *SE* = .02, *t*(2929) = 0.38, *p* = .70, and gender ratio in management, *B* = .01, *SE* = .01, *t*(2929) = 0.54, *p* = .59 were not. In a second step, we added the two-way and three-way interaction effects. Here, we also found the same interaction effect of own gender and gender ratio, *B* = −.09, *SE* = .04, *t*(2925) = −2.40, *p* = .016. Plotting of this interaction effect (Fig. [2](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}) again showed that the difference between male and female respondents on their preference for a male versus female leader is the strongest if the ratio of women in management is low. It shows again that increasing the percentage of female managers especially attenuates men's strong preference for male leaders (*r* = −.07, *p* = .001) but does not affect women's preferences (*r* = −.01, *p* = .85).Fig. 2Preference for a male over a female manager, among men and women, in organizations with low and high percentage female managers. Theoretical scores are between −1 (all respondents prefer a male leader) and +1 (all prefer a female leader). Positive scores indicate a preference for women, negative scores indicate a preference for men. Note that for ease of interpretation, the *Y*-axis is reversed; vertically higher (i.e., more negative) scores depict stronger preference for men

Conclusions and Discussion {#Sec19}
==========================

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into factors related to managerial stereotypes. Our results clearly show that all three factors contribute to an increased preference for feminine leadership characteristics without affecting the preference for masculine leadership characteristics (Hypotheses 1, 3, and 5). This supports the claim of Eagly and Sczesny ([@CR32]) that the stereotype of a manager shifts in a feminine direction. However, the preference for masculine characteristics does still exist. Therefore, we argue that female employees, employees with female managers, and employees working in organizations with high percentage of women in management, have a stronger *androgynous* stereotype of the ideal leader (Cheng [@CR14]; Powell et al. [@CR59]).

Moreover, the same factors also affect the general preference for women in leadership. In our dataset we still find a preference for male leaders, which is consistent with the findings of Powell et al. ([@CR59]). But if an employee is female, if an employee has a female manager, or if the percentage of female managers in the management gender ratio is high, this preference for male managers is significantly less strong.

With respect to the relative importance of the three independent variables, our hypothesis was also confirmed. The analyses revealed that the preference for feminine leadership characteristics was best predicted by proximal variables: the gender of the employee and the gender of the manager. Regarding the preference for a female manager, the gender of the manager was the strongest predictor. This means that proximal variables are much stronger predictors than the more distal variable, management gender ratio.

For the two dependent variables, we found the same significant interaction between the employees' gender and the management gender ratio: the difference between male and female respondents on their preference for masculine versus feminine characteristics and for a male versus a female leader is the strongest if the ratio of women in management is low. So, men are especially likely to dislike female leadership traits and prefer male leaders in organizations where female managers are rare. Or stated more positively: male employees start to appreciate feminine traits in leaders and female leaders more when they are represented members in the work environment.

Our findings have several implications for role congruity theory, the Contact Hypothesis, and tokenism theory. First, a managerial stereotype that is combining both masculine and feminine characteristics will affect the presumed role incongruity for female managers. It could be argued that they will suffer less from role incongruity, since the gender stereotype of a "good female" is becoming less contradictory to this "new" managerial stereotype. So this may lead to a situation in which role incongruity is simply becoming less significant and thereby be fading away as a barrier for female managers.

Second, our results clearly stress the importance of proximal variables (own gender and gender of manager) being stronger predictors than the more distal variable, management gender ratio. This reconfirms the Contact Hypothesis (Allport [@CR2]; Sherif [@CR74]). Although the number of female managers in the organization seems to make a difference: direct exposure to a female manager is related to having a more androgynous managerial stereotype. Also, the interaction-effect matches with the Contact Hypothesis; people like members of other groups more if they have more contact with them.

With respect to this interaction-effect, we can also add to tokenism theory (Kanter [@CR45]; Ely [@CR34]; King et al. [@CR46]). Male employees especially dislike female leadership traits in organizations where female managers are tokens. This suggests that managerial stereotypes are especially strong for men as long as female managers are tokens.

Limitations of this Study and Recommendations for Future Research {#Sec20}
-----------------------------------------------------------------

Our study has some limitations that should be addressed. A first concern is the degree to which our results can be generalized given the nature of our sample. Most of the respondents were aged between 25 and 45 and highly educated, reflecting the target audience of the weekly publication. It is possible that the findings would have been different with a different sample. Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret ([@CR50]) noted that age and educational background seemed to be a factor in a person's attitudes toward female managers. Although our selected sample was an important sample, since these are individuals who are making up today's professional workforce and will be the leaders of the future, we would advise to replicate our study in a different cultural context, with a lower-educated and older sample.

Moreover, using an electronic questionnaire may have drawbacks. Denscombe ([@CR19]) argued that electronic questionnaires are as reliable as paper-based versions. However, in this case where such a survey is executed among subscribers to weekly publication, it is even more crucial to assess whether the sample is representative of the subscribers as a whole. *Intermediair* frequently performs studies involving its subscribers in this way, and the background and biographical data in our study were similar to their previous studies.

Concerning the use of the Gallup poll, we used this instrument slightly differently, because we gave respondents the explicit option of "no preference," when asking them their preference for a male or female manager. The original Gallup poll gave no such option: respondents could only think of this option themselves. Results from recent poll studies (see Eagly [@CR26]) show that the most popular response in 2006 was "no preference" or "it doesn't matter" (43%), so our findings of the high percentage of 70 are not that uncommon. An explanation for our results on the fact that most respondents indicated to have "no preference" might be the cultural context of our sample. In Dutch society, which tends to be egalitarian, respondents may feel that indicating a preference either way would reflect prejudice, which would be seen as inappropriate or politically incorrect.

A factor we did not consider was whether the respondents had had a female manager in the past---we asked only about their current manager. Other studies (Duehr and Bono [@CR24]; Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret [@CR50]) have suggested that earlier experiences of having a female supervisor can be a factor in one's current views and attitudes. Also, it would be interesting to study whether these experiences were positive or negative.

Another suggestion of Dennis and Kunkel ([@CR18]) is that one should assess the employees' gender identity, and not simply record their gender. Further, it is possible that the length of time one has reported to one's current manager could influence views on managerial stereotypes. These are all areas concerning the background of the employees which we failed to address due to lack of appropriate information, and we would suggest that these factors are included in future studies.

Finally, the cross-sectional nature of this study imposes some limitations. We are not able to determine the direction of the relationships: it may be that employees with a less gender-stereotypical view of leadership actively seek female managers. However, at the time of the survey, there was relatively high unemployment in the Netherlands and we would suspect that most people would not have had the luxury of picking and choosing among a pool of managers. For future studies, and given the now tighter labor market, it would be interesting to study the longitudinal effects of male and female leaders and changing stereotypes. It would also be interesting to study employees longitudinally, i.e., to examine employees who have a male manager at Time 1 and a female manager at Time 2 (and vice versa) to see if their preferences change accordingly.

Implications for Organizational Practice {#Sec21}
----------------------------------------

The traditional managerial stereotypes had consequences that may include a bias against selecting and promoting women to management positions. Our results suggest that increasing the proportion of female managers is an effective way to influence these stereotypes. This is in line with the argument of Eagly and Carli ([@CR27]), who suggested that organizations can capture the symbols of progressive social change and modernity by appointing women to key positions. However, our results also imply that only appointing women to these positions will not be enough: having actual experience working for a female manager leads employees to describe their ideal manager as androgynous rather than masculine.

We realize that changing managerial stereotypes is a long-term endeavor (Roberson and Kulik [@CR62]). However, appointing more female managers, and avoiding tokenism, is a strategy that can contribute to the diminishment of stereotypes in the long run. Our results especially point into the direction of proximal variables as much stronger predictors than more distal variables. This would argue for appointing women at different levels and departments throughout the organization, so female leaders are close to employees in several positions. It also seems sensible not to concentrate the appointment of female managers in one or two places. The latter might easily lead to subtyping, meaning that minorities---although entering the domain of the majority---are being subtyped into a different category (Richards and Hewstone [@CR60]; Weber and Crocker [@CR82]). For example, appointing females as managers in the HR-department might easily lead to the perception that females are only suitable as HR-managers, thus not changing the general type of the ideal manager.

Finally, we admit that increasing the number of women in organizations is not the only way to improve the image of female management. A short-term strategy that does not involve changing the demographic make-up of the organization is creating awareness of role models who contradict the stereotype (Roberson and Kulik [@CR62]). This can be achieved by encouraging managers and employees to participate in mentoring programs, or join professional associations and network groups (see Friedman and Holtom [@CR37]). Also, organizations and managers can try to reduce the impact of stereotypes. Roberson and Kulik ([@CR62]) suggest that this starts by acknowledging the fact that stereotypes do exist, and that discussing stereotypes can be an effective first step in reducing their impact. To conclude, there are several ways to improve the position of women in organizations. Most likely, it is wisest to use all simultaneously.
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